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Ecosystem Analytics and Forecasting the 
2020 Presidential Election 

From the Partners at Consentric Marketing 
June 7, 2020 

It is increasingly clear that ecosystem search behavior and associated analytics can be used to 
generate accurate buyer behavior forecasts. We consistently find high levels of forecast accuracy 
when applying ecosystem analytics for our clients, but those results are understandably 
confidential. 

To demonstrate the predictive power of ecosystem analytics, we prepare a forecast for the 2020 
US presidential election. We use Google Trends for our data source and create an anchor 
variable to accurately mirror the 2016 presidential election. Then we create two variables 
surrounding coronavirus and George Floyd to capture shifts in voter behavior since the 2016 
election. The resulting forecast predicts the Democratic candidate will win 55% of the electoral 
votes in 2020.  

Ecosystem Search Data versus Surveys 
Traditionally, market research has relied heavily on surveys to generate forecasts of buyer 
behavior. But marketers are increasingly aware that buyer surveys are seriously flawed. People 
often do not accurately reveal their feelings and intentions in surveys. Part of the problem can 
be addressed by conducting better surveys, such as those provided by the Jobs-To-Be-Done 
approach. 

But better surveys may not be the answer. 

Survey Data Problems 
Indeed, marketers struggle with surveys. A particularly incisive examination of survey problems is 
provided by Seth Stephens-Davidowitz. He provides clear evidence that people consistently and 
dramatically hide the truth in surveys.  

The most infamous example of the failure of surveys was provided by the 2016 US presidential 
election. Pollsters consistently predicted a major victory for Hillary Clinton, yet Trump won with 
57% of the electoral vote. Despite this overwhelming failure, political surveys are still used today 
by most media outlets to take the pulse of the voting public. And these surveys are purported to 
have narrow error margins, which in most cases are actually much broader, rendering them 
highly unreliable.  

Search Data Advantages 
Search behavior data are much more likely to reveal the truth about what people will do and 
what they really believe. Search activity is actual behavior. It often occurs in private and is less 
impacted by public or peer pressure. It reflects underlying attitudes put into action.  

http://sethsd.com/
https://www.marketingjournal.org/learning-from-forecast-disasters-mark-blessington/
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In contrast, surveys rely on self-reported behavior and attitudes. People struggle with telling the 
truth about themselves. Sometimes this is because we have a hard time knowing how we really 
feel. Other times it is because we aim to please, so we tell people what we think they want to 
hear. These and numerous other issues cast serious doubt on the validity of surveys.  

As Stephens-Davidowitz points out, there is a better way: replace survey data with Google 
search data. One significant advantage over surveys is lower cost. It is free at Google Trends or 
can be economically purchased from any number of SEO data vendors. The more considerable 
benefit, however, is that search data is more accurate. 

2016 Anchor Variable 
Our first phase of forecasting involves creating an accurate anchor variable that mirrors actual 
voter behavior in the 2016 presidential election. A guiding principle in this phase is simplicity: 
find a few search terms that highly correspond with 2016 voting patterns. 

The effectiveness of using search data to describe voter behavior has been clearly 
demonstrated. The work by Stephens-Davidowitz points to the role of racism in US voting 
behavior. While he is not alone in this assertion, he is one of the few who provides verifiable 
evidence. He discovered a single, highly predictive search term in his research: “nigger”. This 
pejorative, emotionally charged, and offensive racial slur was used as a search term more often 
in geographic areas that voted for Trump in 2016.  

In retrospect, it is easy to see why surveys were so ineffective in predicting the 2016 presidential 
election: they did not explore the depths of racism. It often lives beneath the surface and is not 
readily acknowledged by the individual.  

Rather than probe the depths of racism, pollsters asked people if they were registered voters 
and who they were voting for. We now know voters were reluctant to tell the truth and publicly 
reveal their support for Trump in surveys. But their search behavior told the truth: many people 
embraced racism in 2016 and saw Trump as the candidate who embraced their convictions. 

The use of the term “nigger” is emotionally charged and offensive. Its use here, however, is 
scientific. It is a fact that people use “nigger” as a search term, and that it corresponds very well 
with voting behavior. As marketers, we use scientific methods to make accurate forecasts. We 
will utilize any search term helps us generate more accurate forecasts of future behavior. 

  

https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062390851/?utm_source=Everybody+Lies+Landing+Page&utm_medium=plp&utm_campaign=Everybody+Lies+Landing+Page
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016_United_States_presidential_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016_United_States_presidential_election
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Table 1: 2016 Google Trends for “nigger”, “ALL” 
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“ALL” Method 
Table 1 reports search behavior for the full year of 2016 on the single search term “nigger”. 
When states are compared with one another by Google Trends, we see that search activity 
accurately predicts the election outcome for 47% of the electoral votes (50 states plus the 
District of Columbia).  

The basic methodology used in Table 1 is to sort the states and DC on “nigger” search activity 
and then divide the group in half. States with the highest relative search activity are painted red 
(very interested) or light red (moderately interested) as likely to favor Trump. The bottom half is 
painted blue or light blue and used as predictors of a Clinton outcome.  

In terms of forecast accuracy, 47% is a good start. Some outcomes are challenging to forecast, 
and others are extremely difficult. When an election forecaster reaches 47% accuracy with a 
single variable, they should be encouraged but not satisfied.  

We take the 47% accuracy level as verification of the Stephens-Davidowitz finding, and we use it 
as a baseline hurdle to improve on, either through forecast method or by adding data and 
variables.  

“Forecastable” Method 
One potential improvement in forecast accuracy is to treat the middle of the relative rankings as 
unpredictable. As shown in Table 2, this produces higher accuracy at 54% but leaves 11 states 
without a forecast.  

We often declare some situations to be unforecastable. By definition, forecasting is inaccurate 
and to pretend otherwise is misleading. We avoid forecasting particular outcomes when we have 
low confidence in the data or the analysis.  

Google Trends provides relative data. It shows when and where search activity is high or low. 
Either end of this relative spectrum can be viewed as a strong indicator of behavior or attitudes. 
But the middle of the continuum is inherently less predictive. 

In the case of “nigger” searches, some states had relatively high levels, others low levels, and 
others fell into the middle. These middle states can be viewed as “not highly activated one way 
or the other” on the search term. This leaves the marketer with the challenge of finding 
additional search terms or variables that improve the marketer’s confidence in predicting the 
outcome for the “middle states”. 
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Table 2: 2016 Google Trends for “nigger”, “Forecastable” 
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Table 3: 2016 Google Trends for Various Terms, “Forecastable” 

 
Table 3 shows the accuracy results for various search terms and combinations. Each analysis uses 
the “forecastable” method demonstrated in Table 2, where the middle of the relative ranking 
distribution is treated as unforecastable.  

The terms included in Table 3 are sourced from a keyword hierarchy. We examined many 
potential keywords that have high search activity and were potentially related to search behavior 
surrounding the 2016 election. We studied 20 or so search terms and the nine displayed in Table 
3 are the best terms for predicting the 2016 election. 

The search term “cnn” has low forecast accuracy at 35%. The term “fox news” equals “nigger” in 
accuracy, but when combined with “fox”, accuracy increases to 57%. 

Guns Variable 
Since guns were often a contentious topic during the 2016 election, we examined various search 
terms related to gun control and found “gun deaths” to be valuable. We reverse its polarity (100 
minus the relative Google Trends ranking) so that it is directionally aligned with a Republican-
to-Democrat sort. In other words, a high relative interest in “gun deaths” was treated as an 
indicator of a Clinton win, and low interest in “gun deaths” was treated as a Trump win. 

  

https://consentricmarketing.com/index.php/download/coronavirus-ecosystem-case-study/
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Table 4: Best Search Term Combination, “ALL” 
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Best 2016 Variable Set 
The best forecast we could find for the 2016 election, using the “ALL” method, is provided in 
Table 4. From a forecasting perspective, the accuracy level of 78% is very high. In perspective, we 
are trying to predict the 2016 presidential election outcome for 138 million voters across 50 
states and one district. Doing this with 100% accuracy is scientifically and statistically impossible.  

It is conceivable that the 78% accuracy level could be increased by adding more variables, such 
as state-specific search terms for the middle states and so on. Such activity, however, increases 
the risk of over-fitting: predictions of the past improve but predictions for the future are less 
accurate.  

Since we are in the business of forecasting the future, over-fitting is a severe problem to guard 
against. We are only examining 2016 so that we can prepare an accurate forecast of the 2020 
election. 

2020 Election Variables 
The 2016 analysis creates a baseline “PAST” variable for predicting the 2020 presidential 
election. The PAST column header is highlighted as gold in Table 4. The challenge is to find new, 
currently relevant search terms and variables. 

Coronavirus 
We provided an ecosystem study on coronavirus in a previous white paper. It demonstrated how 
to use a keyword hierarchy to define an ecosystem. We updated this work and applied it to the 
2020 election prediction. A total of 10 search terms are used to create a Coronavirus score in 
Table 5a. Then the score is applied to predict how the pandemic will impact voting in the 2020 
presidential election. The results are provided in Table 5b. 

Search behaviors surrounding coronavirus imply a pattern that varies significantly from the 2016 
election.  

• Blue Shift: Five critical states that voted Republican in 2016 now behave like Democratic 
states: Michigan, Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia, and Wisconsin. A few previously 
Republican states also lean toward the Democratic perspective on coronavirus: Idaho 
and Indiana. In total, these seven states represent a shift of 84 electoral votes. 

• Red Shift: A few blue states have shifted toward the Republican side of the coronavirus 
issue: Nevada and Oregon. These two states, however, only represent 13 electoral votes. 

If the 2020 election were held right now, and only focused on coronavirus, we predict 57% of 
the electoral votes would go to the Democratic presidential candidate. These data may explain 
what appears to be a shift by the Trump administration away from coronavirus messaging. Their 
research may also suggest the pandemic is a serious problem for the Trump administration.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overfitting
https://consentricmarketing.com/index.php/download/coronavirus-ecosystem-case-study/
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Table 5a: Coronavirus Search Terms and Score 
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Table 5b: Coronavirus-Based Forecast 
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George Floyd 
The impact of George Floyd’s death in Minneapolis and the subsequent protests across the US 
and Europe is still unfolding. The issues is sure to impact the 2020 election. Indeed, if the Trump 
administration’s actions are any indication, they how to distract voters from coronavirus and 
reunify Republicans by advocating for aggressive policing.  

Unfortunately for Republicans, the George Floyd issue so far is unfolding as another political 
disaster.  

Eight search terms were used to capture US state-by-state sentiments about George Floyd. The 
selected search terms were all Democratic-leaning, so states with low relative search activity 
were treated as Republican-leaning on the issue. 

As we can see in Table 6a, many states join Minnesota with a high level of interest in the George 
Floyd issue. Table 6b shows the impact on our 2020 presidential election forecast, assuming the 
George Floyd issue was the only issue on the table. 

• Blue Shift: One critical state, Pennsylvania, shifts to the Democratic side of the issue. 
With less confidence, we would predict that two other large states, Ohio and Georgia, 
also shift on this issue. In total, eight states for a total of 74 electoral votes swing from 
Republican to Democrat. 

• Red Shift: In contrast, only four states swing from Democratic to Republican on George 
Floyd, and they only represent a total of 19 electoral votes. 

 

  



 

©ConsentricMarketing,LLC 12 
 

Table 6a: George Floyd Search Terms and Score 
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Table 6b: George Floyd-Based Forecast 
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2020 Ecosystem Forecast 
Our ecosystem-based forecast for the 2020 presidential election combines three scores: the 
2016 anchor variable and the two predictor variables for coronavirus and George Floyd. The 
result is provided in Table 7 and shows a prediction of 55% of the electoral vote going to the 
Democratic presidential nominee. 

Blue 2020 Election Shift 
Three critical states, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Ohio are forecasted to shift to the 
Democratic side, which represents 54 electoral votes. But they only lean slightly to the 
Democratic side. They could go either way, notably Ohio and its 18 electoral votes. 

In contrast, only one state swings from Democratic to Republican—Nevada—and it only 
represents six electoral votes. 

Caution 
It is important to remember that forecasting any election is a highly problematic and risky 
activity. While telephone and paper surveys can be improved upon with search behavior, there 
are still too many unforecastable elements of an election.  

That said, marketers are called upon to make the best forecast with what they have at their 
disposal. Based on our analysis, it would seem that critical states are shifting away from the 
Republican positions that worked for them in 2016 and toward Democratic positions. 
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Table 7: Ecosystem Forecast of 2020 Presidential Election 
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Forecast Method Weaknesses 
Every forecast has weaknesses. Here are the fundamental weaknesses of this method. 

1. Voter Turnout. A significant variable that is not addressed in this analysis: voter turnout. 
As a significantly different number of voters turns out for either party, the accuracy of 
this forecast declines. 

2. Uncertainty in the Middle. The ecosystem forecast method used here is weak in the 
middle, or with those states landing in the middle of the high-to-low continuum of 
relative interest. Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Ohio have the most significant impact on 
our 2020 forecast, and our level of confidence in the forecasts for these three states is 
relatively low. 

3. Equal Variable Weighting. Intuitively, the three macro-variables used to create the 
forecast could be weighted, perhaps by overall search volume. Such weighting might be 
more relevant as we approach election day.  

4. Not a Census. A variety of sampling problems still exist with Google search data. Here 
are some examples: Not everyone uses Google search; some prefer Bing or other search 
engines. Some do not have a smartphone or regular computer access. Some do not have 
a cellular data plan or easy access to WiFi. The list of sampling problems goes on and on. 
Even so, there are far fewer sampling problems with Google Trends data than any 
election-related survey or poll.  

Forecast Method Strengths 
Our application of ecosystem system analysis to the 2020 presidential election has several 
important strengths: 

1. Search-Based Data. By far, the most compelling advantage of our forecast is its use of 
search activity rather than surveys and polls. The results are far more likely to reflect 
actual voting outcomes because search data is human behavior and is not impacted by 
the façade a survey respondent wants to project in a survey. 

2. Sample Size. Far more people use Google search than can ever be sampled during a 
national or state-level survey. This leads to far higher confidence levels in the forecast.  

3. Simplicity. There is nothing overly complicated about the method used here. It follows a 
sound scientific approach and avoids the risk of over-fitting; we avoid the risk of 
predicting the past at the expense of missing what is likely to happen in the future.  

4. 2016 Forecast Training Period. The exercise of finding a strong set of predictors for the 
2016 presidential election grounds our forecast of the 2020 election. This creates a 
conservative base from which to forecast the future.  

5. Scientific. Our analytical approach is not an emotional or speculative exercise; instead, it 
is a scientific approach to applying ecosystem analytics to forecasting. 
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